

[image: images]





Praise for Depression: A practical guide

If I were to recommend just one book to read on depression, it would be this. Writing with the empathy, intelligence and non-judgemental insight that we now expect from him, Dr Barry shows that he has not only listened very carefully to those who suffer from depression and understood their distress, but has spent much effort compiling a practical guide devoted to coping with, and recovering from, this distressing condition.

Carole Miriam Hunt, Sunday Independent

Depression: A practical guide is a mine of information and is essential reading for those suffering with depression and for their families.

Professor Patricia Casey, Department of Psychiatry, University College Dublin

The book is a delight to read, with real life examples gained from clinical experience as a GP and CBT therapist. It outlines numerous practical exercises and tips to help in the recovery process, and provides the scientiﬁc rationale in an easy to follow, natural and compelling way.

Professor Catherine Harmer, Cognitive Neuroscience, University of Oxford

Gently, Dr Harry Barry takes the reader by the hand and explains how depression affects people differently – and how to get better. With simply-explained, precise medical and neurological details, he helps the reader understand the whole picture. Every home, school, university and workplace should have a copy of this book.

Cathy Kelly, author and UNICEF ambassador

Depression: A practical guide is a masterfully crafted book that is essential reading for every person touched by depression, and every clinician who treats them. Dr Barry’s writing is simple and empathic and well suited for a reader struggling with depression-related cognitive difﬁculties, yet his advice and exercises are practical, well evidenced, and sure to be helpful. Every frequently asked question about depression is covered, from biological to psychological to social. The patient stories are spot on and will resonate with everyone. I will be recommending Depression: A practical guide to patients and families, as well as to health science and medical students and residents.

Professor Raymond W. Lam, University of British Columbia


This warm and empathic book provides a manual for those whose lives are touched by depression, whether directly or through living with a sufferer. It also provides insights of great value for those in the caring professions both into the nature of depression and the range of treatment options that can beneﬁt patients.

Professor Larry Culpepper, Professor of Family Medicine, Boston University

Dr Barry has done medicine and mental health a great service by writing an authoritative yet accessible exposition on cutting-edge thinking relating to recovery from states of depression. More than a self-help manual and better than many textbooks, it occupies a unique place in practical explanation and guidance to those affected by depression and those who work with them. You won’t be sorry if you apply his sound and elegantly presented advice.

Dr Justin Brophy, Foundation President, The College of Psychiatrists of Ireland

What a pleasant and amazing contrast to read Harry Barry’s book, Depression: A practical guide! Throughout the book, you feel the author’s incredible experience and compassion for people suffering from depression, acknowledging with great sensibility their distress and suffering! Harry Barry simply knows what depression is and what it means to the patient. Even more, if you read the book, ‘it sucks you in’ because of the inspired style of writing and the consistent way to simplify issues and encourage the person to act and overcome! What an immense resource also for me as a therapist!

Without doubt this is the best depression book on the market and it should become the standard reference for both patients and professionals.

Professor Hans-Ulrich Wittchen, Institute of Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy, University of Technology Dresden
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A Note to Readers

This book was originally published in 2012 as part of the Flag series. In preparation for the launch of the series in the UK and abroad, I have taken the opportunity to refresh and update the whole series. I have updated therefore some parts of Depression, to include some new insights into this condition in what is an ever-changing field.

All names, occupations and other details used in this book are allegorical in nature.





This book is dedicated to Karl McCormack (1982–2011) and Robert Tiernan (1974–2010), and to their families, friends and loved ones who live with the pain.
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OUT OF THE DARKNESS

Imagine that you are out hill walking and become separated from your companions. It is late in the afternoon and dusk is approaching. In your haste to catch up, you trip, tumble and twist your ankle. The pain is excruciating and you find it difficult to walk. The panic increases as you struggle to continue. Will night fall before you reach a place of safety? Will anyone realise that you have become lost and are in pain?

Soon the effort required to walk becomes too much. You end up finding a spot that gives some shelter, and curl into a ball. It grows dark. The air temperature falls, and your feeling of isolation grows.

Soon it is pitch black and the fear and terror that you have tried to suppress arrive. Your thoughts become increasingly hopeless. ‘I am going to die out here on the mountain alone, in pain and in darkness. There is no hope. They will never find me.’ You have no phone and no way of contacting those you love. ‘It is so lonely out here. I don’t want to die.’

Your logical mind tells you that if you hang on long enough, the long hours of night will give way to the dawn. Eventually the sun will reappear, and with it light and warmth. But your emotional mind has already given up. It will be too late: you will not survive the bleakness, cold, pain and isolation. You don’t think about money or possessions, or about how successful or not you are in your career; rather, you think about those you love and how precious life is. You may even start to pray to whatever god you believe in – for there are no atheists in a fox-hole, as any soldier will tell you.

The reality is that in such a situation, without help, there is a real chance that some of us may not make it. We have to depend on our own reserves of energy and resilience. We also have to rely on others to notice that we are missing and to come to rescue us from our difficulties. In such dangerous terrain, we may well need a guide who knows the ground. They may appear in the middle of the night with a search party, bringing heat, light and food to help us survive the journey back to civilisation. Even with all of these, the journey may be painful and fraught with difficulty.

This is where so many with depression find themselves. They can relate to the darkness, cold, pain, bleakness and isolation – and the terror that they are truly lost and will never make it to the dawn. But above all it is the darkness that is so frightening for them. For many, this darkness is caused by the absence of love in their lives. It is not the love of others that is absent – rather, acceptance and love of themselves. Once the sunlight of love is hidden by despair, the darkness becomes absolute. Will we ever see the dawn, with its promise of warmth and light?

But out of the darkness comes the light. For the night leads to the dawn, and with it the promise of a new day filled with light, hope and, above all, love.

Dr Harry Barry






INTRODUCTION

Depression is a worldwide condition and one that causes immense distress to countless individuals and families in every corner of the globe. Depression is the leading cause of disability worldwide in terms of total years lost to ill health. There have been enormous efforts put into research to try and explain just what is happening in our mind and brain during episodes of this condition and indeed the effects on our physical health. Modern neuroscience is helping slowly to uncover some of the mystery and yet there is still much to be discovered.

Yet despite it being so common and so distressing to many, depression remains an extremely controversial subject. There is still a deeply ingrained stigma worldwide to the word and indeed many who suffer from the condition feel themselves extremely stigmatized and often hide their condition. It is as if mental health is still two to three decades behind physical health in terms of our understanding. It can be likened to the stigma that would have been afforded to conditions like TB or even AIDS in the more recent past.

The origins of this stigma lie back in a time when mental health was handled appallingly with many patients ending up in long stay institutions and with a litany of dreadful procedures such as lobotomies being performed to make them more docile.

Thankfully those awful days are long behind us and our understanding of mental health and its intimate relationship with our brain and body is being increasingly researched and better understood, leading to the search for better forms of treatment.

But there are other controversies still raging about depression. Most of these have centred on the role of drug therapy in the management of this condition and whether such therapy is doing more harm than good. Most of these concerns have focussed in on whether these drugs increase our suicide risks, or are addictive or are simply placebos. Other issues include concerns about the ‘medicalization of sadness’ where many experts worry that we are are simply trying to numb the pain of life.

We have also seen an explosion in the number of therapists and alternative practictioners who feel that they will be able to assist the person in managing their depression.

In the middle of all this confusion and uncertainty the person who is going through the darkness of a bout of depression can often feel even more isolated and alone. They are surrounded by a cloud of confusion, misinformation, stigma and many do not know where to turn or who to trust.

I have been a family doctor for over three decades and travelled with countless patients along the road of emotional pain so inherent in this condition. I have also been privileged to meet different specialists in different parts of the world and discuss how different traditions and approaches are applied to help patients heal. Of interest to me was the commonality of how patients present and how all the approaches, however varied, had to overcome the same obstacles.

So, depression no matter what part of the world you live in, takes very similar paths. The symptoms are generally quite similar, the world of stigma is almost universal, the fear of the condition equally common and the consequences of not managing it well equally destructive.

One of the greatest difficulties for the person with depression is the negative effect it has on our cognitive brain. So, just as we most need our brain to be at its sharpest, as we try to cope with the condition, we often find it struggling the most. It also creates in our mind and brain a ruminatory pattern of thinking which can be very distressing. And one of the critical consequences of this form of thinking is that it convinces us that we are of no worth and that coming for any assistance for the condition is a waste of time.

In my previous books in the Flag series I dealt with this illness in detail, explaining the underlying neuroscience behind depression, the causes of the illness, and therapies that can be used to treat it. One constant request is for a simple yet practical guide for sufferers to use on the journey. Most of us picking up a book or manual on a particular illness are able to quickly scan it and extract the relevant data. For those with significant depression, however, this task is unfortunately not so simple. It can be incredibly difficult, when you are completely exhausted and struggling with poor concentration and short-term memory, to get the most out of such books. Many have wondered if a practical guide could be created, providing a step-by-step approach to simply surviving the bout in question. The idea is to help the person recognise and deal with their condition; then, when they are well, they can peruse the other books in the Flag series for more detailed insight and information.

‘Survival’ is the word that depression sufferers can relate to best, because major depression is a physical, as well as a psychological illness. It drains our energy reserves, so we struggle to survive from day to day. Many of those who are fortunate enough not to suffer from this condition fail to understand this. For some, the fight simply to keep functioning becomes too hard, and thoughts of ending the pain become overwhelming. In this book, I will try to enter into the mind of a person with depression and show what it is like to inhabit their world. We are going to follow a group of people on their survival journey back to mental health. We will listen to their cries from the heart as they struggle with every step on the way. Accompanying them will be Dr Bill, whom we met in Toxic Stress. He is going to set out a four-step survival kit for the group and answer their questions along the way.

Firstly, I am going to give a simple summary of what depression is, why we develop it, the main physical and psychological symptoms experienced by the sufferer, and the modern holistic treatment approach to the condition.

For some readers, even this may be too much to cope with. I would encourage these readers to move on to the next section and only return to this one when they are feeling better.

My main objective in this book is to reach out to those who are suffering from depression. Many others, including the countless loved ones who struggle to understand and cope with the person in difficulty, may find the approach helpful too. Too often, people misunderstand what depression is and what the world of the person with it is actually like. This creates pain and suffering in many relationships. Information is the key to breaking this impasse. Hopefully, by challenging common misconceptions about depression, loved ones can empathise and support those in difficulty. There are also many counsellors, psychotherapists, occupational health departments, employers, family doctors and nurses who may benefit from a better understanding of what it is like to live in the hidden emotional world of depression.

Some people who pick up this book will have spent months, and in some cases years, suffering in secret pain from depression. Many will feel that their lives are of no value, and that it is pointless to seek help. Some may feel ashamed and dread those close to them ‘learning their secret’. How would others view them if they found out? As we will see later, such thoughts come from our emotional brain, which, in someone with depression, has gone into negative mode.

Others living in this hidden world of pain and exhaustion can see no way out. Men in particular, due to the way they are ‘hard-wired’, and as a result of social expectations, are least likely to come forward for help. As a result, they often find themselves getting deeper into trouble. In the cauldron of modern Ireland, with its numerous economic and social problems, there is an even greater risk of men in difficulty feeling overlooked and forgotten.

If you are in such pain and don’t know how to deal with it, or where to go for help, I appeal to you to join us on the journey. See how our group overcome their difficulties and pain – and, in most cases, make a full recovery. This may give you the courage and strength to make that first step:

•Talk to someone close to you

•Ring a helpline (see numbers at back of book)

•Open up to your family doctor or trusted counsellor, teacher or friend

Remember, suicide may often seem like the only way to end the pain. But it leaves in its wake a maelstrom of pain and life-long suffering for those who are left behind.

I hope in this book to show that there is another way: please join me on the journey.
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